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P I E R R E  D E L S A E R D T
The inheritors of loss
Seized libraries and bibliophily in late 18th-century Antwerp
•
Printed books are movable objects by design and definition. But never have they been more 
on the move, as far as Belgium is concerned, than during the transitional decades between 
the Ancien Régime and the early 19th century. From the 1770s onwards, and in several 
stages, a growing number of monastic orders were suppressed, their belongings seized, 
and their books sold and transferred elsewhere. This unprecedented relocation and reshuf-
fling of old book collections has undoubtedly been the most far-reaching series of events 
in Belgium’s library history. It created attractive opportunities for the practice of biblioph-
ily and it stimulated the emergence of a new kind of institutional library. Sadly, it also went 
hand in hand with substantial losses due to looting, theft and neglect.
Not surprisingly, the effects of these developments can clearly be observed in Antwerp, 
the city that had once flourished as one of the main centres of the European book trade 
and which contained numerous monastic communities within its walls. The aim of this 
article is to take a closer look at libraries and bibliophily in late 18th-century Antwerp and 
to describe the effects of the dissolution of monastic book collections. This may help read-
ers to understand better the local book and library culture in those eventful years, and 
will also explain how significant amounts of books with an Antwerp provenance – espe-
cially rare books – left the country and eventually turned up in libraries abroad.
The taste for incunabula: Jean-Baptiste Verdussen and his books
There was a time when one could not research a historical topic without using books and 
manuscripts which were owned by private collectors. Take the case of Pierre Lambinet, 
for example, a French expatriate who in 1798 published an account of the introduction of 
printing in Belgium: time and again, he referred to actual copies of incunabula he had 
spotted in libraries both in and outside the country whose book history he was studying. 
He did mention some institutional libraries (the Bibliothèque nationale and the Mazarine 
in Paris, mainly), but he referred more often to private collections owned by bibliophiles 
in several Belgian towns and cities: the Brussels collectors Charles de La Serna Santander, 
Henri vanden Block, and Joseph Ermens, who was also an antiquarian bookseller; the 
latter’s colleague Willem Kuypers, of Leuven; the Aalst physician Philippe Meert and his 
fellow townsman Joseph De Gand, whose collections focused on books produced by Bel-
gium’s first printer, Dirk Martens from Aalst (fl. 1473–1529); and the Mechelen citoyens 
Jacques-François Douglas and especially Gaspar-Joseph de Servais, whose talent for wash-
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intellectual biographies in the Low Countries presented 
to Jan Roegiers, (Bibliothèque de la revue d’histoire 
ecclésiastique 91), Turnhout 2010, 293–318.
2 Only very little is known about these Gasparoli broth-
ers. Lambinet, for instance, does not mention how 
many ‘brothers’ there were. One of them, at least, was 
an Antwerp canon. The anonymous auction of his 
manuscripts took place in Antwerp on 3 September 
1823; his collection of printed books was sold en bloc 
to the London bookseller Longman. This information 
in Bibliotheca Hulthemiana ou Catalogue méthodique 
de la riche et précieuse collection de livres et de manu-
scrits délaissés par M. Ch. van Hulthem, vol. 6, Gent 
1837, xxxvi–xxxvii. According to the college registers 
of the Antwerp Jesuit College, Antonius Gasparoli 
registered as a pupil from 1742 to 1749, Carolus from 
1745 to 1753, and Joannes from 1747 to 1755. (I owe this 
information to Dr. Goran Proot.)
3 H. de Schampheleire, ‘Verlichte lectuur te Antwerpen 
ing early printed books was highly appreciated by Lambinet.1 Belgian book collectors of 
the period had become passionate about items bearing witness to the early spread of typog-
raphy, not least in their own country. Lambinet also named some important Antwerp 
collectors: the amateur distingué Charles le Candèle, and most of all the Gasparoli broth-
ers,2 of whom little was mentioned except that they had bought some of their most inter-
esting items at the famous auction of Jean-Baptiste Verdussen’s library in Antwerp, in 1776. 
When mentioning Verdussen, Lambinet noted that he had not only collected all the works 
published by the first Antwerp printer, Mathias van der Goes (fl. 1481–1492), but that he 
had also drawn up a comprehensive list of his print output. Verdussen, then, had not 
limited himself to collecting. He had also studied the Antwerp incunabula from his col-
lection and he had written about it – though not in a very formal way: none of his writings 
ever appeared in print.
Researchers studying the reading culture in 18th-century Antwerp have tended to focus 
on the presence of Enlightenment literature in local private libraries. They have demon-
strated that the Antwerp elites were very eager readers of Voltaire, Raynal, and Montesquieu, 
and that some of their libraries quite faithfully reflected the – mainly French – literary 
underground of the Ancien Régime. The Antwerp canon Petrus Knyff (1713–1784), for 
instance, owned an impressive collection of Voltairiana, a fine anthology of the works by 
Montesquieu, Rousseau, and Raynal, and an intriguing set of chroniques scandaleuses and 
semi-erotic titles.3 In stressing these aspects, however, research has somewhat neglected 
another striking feature of 18th-century book culture in Antwerp: the emergence of a taste 
for rare books, especially books documenting the earliest years of printing.
The collector’s taste for block books and incunabula was a European phenomenon. It 
had emerged in the early 18th century in England and France and gradually spread across 
Europe, not least to Germany and the Netherlands. It had given rise to a scholarly literature 
discussing the origins of printing and tracking its international diffusion.4 This new fash-
ion in book collecting also reached Antwerp, perhaps in a less general way than the taste 
for modern Enlightenment literature, but with a long-lasting effect on bibliophily and the 
* Pierre Delsaerdt is professor at the University of Ant-
werp.
1 Pierre Lambinet, Recherches historiques, littéraires et 
critiques, sur l’origine de l’imprimerie; particulièrement 
sur ses premiers établissemens, au xvme siècle, dans la 
Belgique, maintenant réunie à la République française, 
ornées des portraits et des écussons des premiers impri-
meurs belges, Bruxelles: De l’imprimerie d’Emmanuel 
Flon, vendémiaire an vii, in–8°, xvi–500 pp. (the pas-
sage on the bibliophile collections on p. vi). A second 
edition appeared under the title Origine de l’imprime-
rie, d’après les titres authentiques, l’opinion de M. Dau-
nou et celle de M. Van Praet; suivie des établissemens de 
cet art dans la Belgique et de l’histoire de la stéréotypie, 
ornée de calques, de portraits et d’écussons, Paris: 
H. Nicolle et Mame Frères, 1810 (2 vols.), xxx–434 and 
xv–424 pp. Cf. P. Delsaerdt, ‘Pierre Lambinet (1742–
1813) et les débuts de l’histoire du livre en Belgique’ in 
D. Vanysacker et al. (eds.), The quintessence of lives: 
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en Parijs in de 18e eeuw. Een comparatief quantitatief 
leesonderzoek naar Voltaire, Rousseau en de “Encyclo-
pédie”’ in Études sur le xviiie siècle, 6 (1979) 131–166; P. 
Delsaerdt & D. Vanysacker, ‘Boeken erven en verwer-
ven. De privé-bibliotheken van de Antwerpse kanunnik 
Petrus Knyff (1713–1784) en zijn vader Jacobus (1681–
1756)’ in De achttiende eeuw, 30 (1998), 79–96.
4 P.G. Hoftijzer & O. Lankhorst, Drukkers, boekverkopers 
en lezers in de Republiek: een historiografische en 
bibliografische handleiding, Den Haag 2000, 7–12; K. 
Jensen, Revolution and the antiquarian book. Reshaping 
the past, 1780–1815, Cambridge 2011; P.J. Buijnsters, 
Geschiedenis van antiquariaat en bibliofilie in België 
(1830–2012), Nijmegen 2013, 25–49. Regarding bib-
liophily in Belgium, see also M. de Schepper, 
A. Kelders & J. Pauwels (eds.), In de ban van boeken: 
grote verzamelaars uit de 19de eeuw in de Koninklijke 
Bibliotheek van België, Brussel 2008.
5 istc-number ic00966000.
scholarly interest in the history of the book. A few notable Antwerp book collectors com-
bined a taste for Enlightenment literature with a predilection for incunabula. Among them 
was the wealthy canon Franciscus Bruynincx (1719–1791). The most expensive book at the 
auction of his library was an undated 34-volume folio edition of Diderot’s Encyclopédie, 
and he owned sets of works by Rousseau, Voltaire, Montesquieu, Raynal, Hume and Wil-
liam Robertson. But he also had a keen interest in the early history of typography. His 
library included some 188 titles dated between 1500 and 1540 and no less than 31 incu-
nabula, among them a copy of the first dated book to have been printed in Leuven, Petrus 
de Crescentiis’s Liber ruralium commodorum (Joannes de Westfalia 1474).5 Bruynincx was 
well-informed about books and libraries, and he owned the reference works that one 
needed to become a connoisseur in the field, e.g. a set of prestigious auction catalogues 
from France (Colbert, 1728, and Duc de la Vallière, 1783) and the Low Countries.6
The most important example of the bibliophile taste for rare books in Antwerp, how-
ever, was the collection of the previously mentioned Jean-Baptiste Verdussen (1698–1773), 
an heir of the famous dynasty of printers.7 Apparently, he was no longer interested in the 
book trade (he had sold the family firm after his father’s death) but was much more inter-
ested in history, not least the history of the book. When he died at the age of 74, he was 
mainly remembered as one of the city’s aldermen, a former director of the Antwerp Acad-
emy of Fine Arts, and one of the first members of the Brussels Imperial and Royal Acad-
emy for Science and Literature. Verdussen had a reputation for being a specialist in the 
history of the Low Countries, particularly during the second half of the 16th century. In 
1760, the Brussels government asked him to draw up a list of reliable works regarding the 
Dutch Revolt (1566) up until the time of the death of the Spanish King Philip ii  (1598). He 
appears to have taken this assignment as an invitation to concentrate on the study of his-
tory. He left his mansion in the Kammenstraat and retired to a house close to the famous 
Officina Plantiniana in Vrijdagmarkt (Friday Market Square). His erudite reputation – 
though never validated by printed publications – earned him an appointment at the Brus-
sels Société littéraire from the moment of its creation by the government in 1769, and at
6 P. Delsaerdt & D. Vanysacker, ‘The library of Franciscus 
Bruynincx, official principal, learned canon and biblio-
phile from Antwerp (1719–1791)’ in Revue d’histoire 
ecclésiastique, 92 (1997) 767–796.
7 The most recent work on the Verdussen family, who 
were active in the Antwerp book trade from the 16th 
until the 19th century, is S. van Rossem, Het gevecht 
met de boeken. De uitgeversstrategieën van de familie 
Verdussen (Antwerpen, 1589–1689), unpublished doc-
toral dissertation, University of Antwerp 2014.
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9 C. Lemaire & M. Debae, ‘De Koninklijke Bibliotheek, 
historische schets 1559–1837’, in Koninklijke Bibliotheek. 
Liber memorialis 1559–1969, Brussel 1969, 3–84 (37).
10 This citation and the following in Mailly, Histoire de 
l’Académie impériale et royale, 134–137, and Le Clercq, 
Les Verdussen, 26–37.
11 Catalogus librorum Joannis Baptistae Verdussen [...] in 
duas partes divisus. Pars prima complectitur bibliothe-
cam selectam; pars secunda libros, qui in officina ejus 
the Société ’s successor, the Imperial and 
Royal Academy, in December 1772. At the 
time of the Academy’s first meeting, how-
ever, he was already too ill to attend, and he 
died on 13 October 1773.8
Jean-Baptiste Verdussen was convinced 
of the need for a well-endowed Royal Library 
as an instrument for the scholarly activities 
of the Brussels Academy. The old Royal 
Library had been founded by Philip  ii in 
1559. The Brussels government now consid-
ered its opening to the learned public as a 
corollary to the creation of the Academy and 
ordered the opening to take place in June 
1772.9 In 1771, following the example of lead-
ing members of the Société littéraire and of 
the Brussels government, Verdussen donat-
ed eleven nicely-bound folio volumes of 
legal and historical literature. This was 
hardly surprising since he owned a private
library that was renowned for its vastness and for the quality of its history section. Fol-
lowing Verdussen’s death, it took several years to produce the auction catalogue of the 
collection, and when it finally appeared in 1776, the Brussels Academy’s president stated: 
‘Il serait fâcheux, et même en quelque sorte déshonorant pour l’Académie, si de semblables 
monuments passaient en pays étrangers.’ [‘It would be unfortunate, and also rather sha-
meful for the Academy, if such masterpieces were allowed to go abroad.’]10 Verdussen’s 
library was considered essential to the development of historical research on the history 
of the Low Countries, and the Academy commissioned three of its members to indicate 
which books and manuscripts should be bought for the Royal Library. The recommenda-
tions of the academicians are interesting in several respects. Corneille François de Nelis, 
former librarian of Leuven University, then a canon of Tournai Cathedral and an active 
consultant to the Brussels government, advised limiting the acquisitions to just a few 
manuscripts, among which was Verdussen’s own Catalogus scriptorum rerum Belgicarum 
– thereby confirming the importance of the latter’s activities as a scholar. The second 
opinion came from Georges-Joseph Gérard, former director of the Royal Library and 
8 On Jean-Baptiste Verdussen: B. Linnig, Bibliothèques 
et ex-libris d’amateurs belges aux xviie, xviiie et xixe 
siècles, Paris 1906, 35–37; L. Le Clercq, Les Verdussen 
imprimeurs-libraires et bibliophiles anversois, Louvain 
1933, 23–44. On the Imperial and Royal Academy: É. 
Mailly, Histoire de l’Académie impériale et royale des 
sciences et belles-lettres de Bruxelles, Bruxelles 1883; T. 
Verschaffel, De hoed en de hond. Geschiedschrijving in 
de Zuidelijke Nederlanden 1715–1794, Hilversum 1998, 
68–86.
Fig. 1 Jean-Baptiste Verdussen’s bookplate, part of Fre-
deric Verachter, Les bibliothèques d’Anvers, illustrées 
par les emblèmes adoptés par des bibliophiles pour 
orner les livres de leur bibliothèque, unpublished 
album, Antwerp 1831 (Antwerp, Hendrik Con-
science Heritage Library [ehc], 561369:1).
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quondam venales prostabant. Auctio eorum publice 
habebitur [...] Antverpiae die 15 Julii et seqq. 1776, Ant-
verpiae: apud viduam Hieronymi Verdussen, (1776); 
stcv 7081880. For the extant copies: P. Delsaerdt & D. 
Vanysacker, ‘Repertorium van Antwerpse boekenvei-
lingen 1750–1800’ in De gulden passer, 75 (1997), 5–119 
(53–54). Besides the copies mentioned there, the 
Royal Library in Brussels owns an additional interfoli-
ated copy containing all the prices and the names of 
former permanent secretary of the Academy, who was then totally absorbed by the arrange-
ment of the suppressed Jesuit libraries in the country (about which more in the next sec-
tion). He agreed with the president that it would be a shame to lose the collection and he 
stated that: ‘Il faut surtout empêcher que les Hollandois ne prennent le meilleur.’ [‘Above 
all, one must stop the Dutch from taking the best things.’] He recommended bidding for 
the special ancient manuscripts and for the truly rare printed books, even at the risk of 
buying items that were already included in the seized Jesuit libraries: should that be the 
case, the Royal Library would easily be able to sell the duplicates. The third scholar who 
had been asked to express his views was the Academy’s new permanent secretary, Jan Des 
Roches. His memo clearly reflected a tension in the collection-building of his time, a ten-
sion opposing ‘useful’ to ‘rare and precious’. He condemned
[...] ces volumes rares et excessivement chers, qui n’ont d’autre mérite que celui d’être sortis du 
berceau de l’imprimerie [...]. Ces précieuses inutilités font plus d’honneur au cabinet d’un 
bibliomane qu’à une bibliothèque publique [...]. S’ils contenoient d’ailleurs des choses intéressantes, 
des passages qui ne se trouvent plus dans les éditions postérieures, si la beauté de l’exécution les 
faisait regarder comme des chefs-d’oeuvre de l’art; ou que ce fussent des manuscrits que leur 
antiquité ou leurs miniatures rendent recommandables, alors sans doute ces morceaux seroient 
dignes de parer notre bibliothèque, et attireraient les regards des vrais savants.
[‘these rare and excessively expensive volumes, which have no other merit than the fact that they 
date back to the time of the birth of printing [...]. These precious but useless things would better 
grace the bookshelf of a bibliophile than one of a public library [...]. If they contained interesting 
things, passages which one cannot find in the later editions, if the beauty of their execution was 
such that they could be regarded as masterpieces of art; or if it was the case that the manuscripts 
were, due to their great age, or to their miniatures, particularly to be commended, then without 
doubt, these pieces would be worthy of adorning our library, and of attracting the attention of 
those who truly know about such things’.]
In the end, it was Des Roches who attended the auction. He managed to buy 88 lots of 
manuscripts for a total of 1841–16 guilders, and an unspecificied number of printed books 
for 307–1 guilders. The list of newly-acquired manuscripts was proudly read out at the 
Academy’s meeting following the auction.
The catalogue of Verdussen’s library had been distributed on a large scale – the number 
of extant copies is still relatively high today – in order to attract a wide public to the auc-
tion.11 The list of buyers (their names have been recorded in one copy of the catalogue) has 
been justly referred to as ‘the high-life of 18th-century Belgian bibliophily.’12 The book-
seller Joseph Ermens bought two manuscripts on the history of Brussels for the Brussels 
city council, and Jan Frans Van de Velde, librarian of Leuven University, managed to 
acquire 118 lots for his library.13 In addition to these were numerous printers and booksel-
the buyers in manuscript (r 10.493/29) and a printed 
price list: Pretia librorum bibliothecae selectae Joannis 
Baptistae Verdussen, Antverpiae: typis Hieronymus 
Verdussen, 1776 (Manuscripts Department, a2154).
12 Le Clercq, Les Verdussen, 26.
13 J. Roegiers, ‘Jan Frans van de Velde (1743–1823) biblio-
graaf en bibliofiel’ in E. Cockx-Indestege & F. Hen-
drickx (eds.), Miscellanea Neerlandica. Opstellen voor 
Dr. Jan Deschamps ter gelegenheid van zijn zeventigste 
verjaardag, iii, Leuven 1987, 59–83 (61).
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lers – perhaps acting as agents – and a fine company of bibliophile collectors from Antwerp: 
Franciscus Bruynincx and one of the Gasparoli brothers, mentioned above, François-Jean-
Joseph Mols, who was clearly reassembling a collection after having sold his previous 
library in 1769, Jean-Baptiste-Joseph Geelhand, and ‘Capitaine’ J.G. Michiels, a retired 
captain in the merchant navy.14
With its 376 pages of bibliographic descriptions, Verdussen’s auction catalogue was of 
the voluminous kind. It accounted for a total number of 2,501 lots subdivided into 39 bib-
liographic categories. Theological literature was clearly present, but in no way comparable 
to the overwhelming section on history. Among Verdussen’s historical interests, the his-
tory of printing and libraries stands out with numerous titles that were distributed across 
several classes. Within the theological section, for instance, a separate subdivision was 
reserved for books about the Imitatio Christi and its authorship (14 titles), while the legal 
section had an interesting set of 29 titles on prohibited books. The section on the history 
of printing mentioned 33 titles, and ‘Historia literaria et bibliographica’ accounted for no 
less than 278 works. More striking still was the distribution of ancient manuscripts and 
early printed books under every single heading of the catalogue, not least in the large sec-
tion on the Bible: in those cases, the catalogue regularly referred to Gerard Meerman’s 
Origines typographicae. This is no coincidence. Gerard Meerman knew about Verdussen’s 
collection, and in his Origines, he referred to one item from Verdussen’s library that he 
had been able to scrutinise.15
*
The auction of Verdussen’s library in 1776 was revealing in more than one respect. It dem-
onstrated a pronounced taste for rare books and manuscripts as historical evidence and 
it revealed the existence of a local community of collectors sharing the same bibliophile 
passion. In addition, the auction also attracted the interest of the Brussels government. 
The Imperial and Royal Academy, which had recently been created, took the opportunity 
to buy titles that seemed appropriate to be incorporated into the Royal Library of the 
Habsburg Netherlands. By doing so, the Brussels authorities showed an intention to retain 
the literary heritage within the country’s borders – an intention it shared with the Brussels 
academicians; but they made a distinction between the collection policy of a ‘royal’ research 
library and the bibliophile fashion of private collectors. Soon however, this distinction 
would no longer have to be made: a few months after Verdussen’s death, the state became 
the owner of the much more impressive libraries of the Jesuit order. From then onwards, 
decisions no longer had to be taken about which items to buy at a private auction, but 
rather about which books to retain from an overwhelming quantity, and about the most 
efficient way to dispose of the rest. At the very moment of the Verdussen auction, the 
Academy’s former secretary Georges-Joseph Gérard was spending all his time and energy 
surveying the seized libraries of the Jesuit houses, and preparing the auctions of the items 
he did not want to keep for the main research libraries in the country. In these develop-
ments, Antwerp has played a major part as well.
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16 P. Coppieters, De opheffing van de jezuïetengemeen-
schap te Antwerpen (1773) en de verkoop van haar bezit-
tingen, unpublished dissertation, Leuven 1984, 76.
17  E. Put (ed.), De jezuïeten in de Nederlanden en het prins-
bisdom Luik (1542–1773), Brussel 1991; H. Van Goethem 
(ed.), Antwerpen en de jezuïeten 1562–2002, Antwerpen 
2002. On the Antwerp college, see especially M. 
Moehlig, Het jezuïetencollege te Antwerpen in de 17de 
en 18de eeuw, unpublished dissertation, Leuven 1988.
The Antwerp Jesuit libraries and their dispersal
When they arrived in the Low Countries in 1542, the Jesuit fathers first settled in Leuven, 
where the flourishing university offered interesting prospects for them. Soon they also 
founded a house in Antwerp (1562), and their college opened its doors there in 1575. Like 
all similar institutions, the Antwerp college aimed at preparing a young elite for ecclesi-
astic or administrative careers. It was very successful: after the city’s reconquest from the 
Calvinist forces by the Spanish under Alexander Farnese (1585), it attracted some 300 
students, a figure that soon doubled and remained stable at around 600 throughout the 
17th century.16 To house their college, the Jesuits came into possession of a large building 
which had been originally designed as a private mansion for the Antwerp mayor at the 
start of the 16th century. The college also had a boarding school at its disposal nearby, the 
so-called convict. In 1612, Antwerp became the official centre of Jesuit activity in the Dutch-
speaking part of the Southern Low Countries (the Provincia Flandro-Belgica), and a Domus 
professa was soon added to the Antwerp Jesuit buildings (1616): it functioned as a centre 
for spirituality and scholarly research in a context of militant counter-reformation. The 
Domus also housed the Provincial (the head of the Provincia) and his staff. From 1621 
onwards, it looked out over the magnificent church devoted to the Jesuits’ founder, St. 
Ignatius of Loyola, and over the building of the local sodalities, congregations of laymen 
who met there on a regular basis in order to pray under the guidance of a Jesuit father.17
Both the college and the Domus professa were centres of intellectual activity. This is 
obvious for the college, where education was not only pervaded by a Catholic spirit, but 
was also concentrated on Latin as a living language. Its programme included the reading 
of Latin classical authors and several kinds of public exercises in Latin; the pupils were 
also trained in Greek, especially during the last two years of the curriculum. The main 
centre of Jesuit scholarship, however, was the Domus professa. It housed several Jesuit 
writers who kept the Antwerp presses working with their theological and polemic writings. 
And it also included two scientific teams involved in historical research. The oldest one 
aimed at researching the sources of hagiography and the cult of saints in Christianity. It 
came into being in the first half of the 17th century and was named the Bollandist Society 
after its founder, Joannes Bollandus sj. During the 17th and the 18th centuries, the Bol-
landists published the renowned series of the Acta sanctorum, large folio volumes present-
ing high standard critical text editions of the sources of the lives of the saints. To sustain 
14 For these bibliophile collectors, see B. Linnig, Biblio-
thèques et ex-libris d’amateurs belges, 50–53 (Mols), 
54–55 (Michiels) and 70–71 (Geelhand). Concerning 
Geelhand, see also C. Sorgeloos, ‘Les Geelhand: une 
famille anversoise de bibliophiles, amateurs d’art et 
numismates’ in De gulden passer, 89 (2011) 185–210.
15 Gerard Meerman, Origines typographicae, Hagae 
Comitum: Nicolaus van Daalen, 1765, 225, where he 
refers to Verdussen’s copy of the Historia Jesu Christi 
cum figuris, which later became lot 24 in the Bible sec-
tion of Verdussen’s auction catalogue.
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Fig. 2 The Church of St. Ignatius (left), the Domus professa (centre) and the building of the sodalities (right) represen-
ted in an undated etching by Jacobus Neeffs, Templum et Domus professa Societatis Jesu Antverpiae (ehc, h 209460).
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by B. Op de Beeck, ‘La bibliothèque des Bollandistes 
à la fin de l’ancien régime’ in these proceedings, 149–
284.
19 Verschaffel, De hoed en de hond, 71–72; Op de Beeck, 
‘La bibliothèque des Bollandistes’, 152–153.
20 Coppieters, De opheffing van de jezuïetengemeenschap 
te Antwerpen; J. Machiels, Van religieuze naar openbare 
bibliotheek, Brussel 2000, 12–32; B. Op de Beeck, Jezu-
ietenbibliotheken in de Zuidelijke Nederlanden. De liqui-
their work, they put together an impressive library of more than 500 manuscripts and 
some 5,000 printed titles.18 Less well-known is an institute that was created only in 1771 
with the intention of publishing sources for the (general) history of the Low Countries in 
a series that would be entitled Analecta Belgica. This Museum historiographicum was 
presided over by the erudite Jesuit Joseph Ghesquière (1731–1802), who had been working 
with the Bollandists in earlier days. Gifted with substantial financial means, the Museum 
soon started buying books for its library on a large scale. One of its providers was Barthé-
lemy Mercier de Saint-Léger, the famous librarian of the Bibliothèque Sainte-Geneviève 
in Paris, who also acted as the Paris correspondent of the Bollandists.19 As a matter of fact, 
each of the Antwerp Jesuit communities – the college, the boarding school, the Domus 
professa, the Bollandists, the Museum historiographicum, and even the six sodalities – 
appears to have had its own library. Some of them gained quite a reputation in the repub-
lic of letters, although very little is known today about the collections, their growth, 
housing and management. What we do know is mainly and paradoxically due to the 
dispersal of the collections at the end of the 18th century.20
In the Low Countries, as elsewhere in Europe, the Jesuit order was suppressed in 1773 
by the papal brief Dominus ac Redemptor, and on 2 September of the same year the Aus-
trian Empress Maria Theresia ordered her governor-general Charles of Lorraine to orga-
nise the suppression in the Habsburg Low Countries. The brief was published in the 
Antwerp Jesuit houses on 20 September. One month later, 23 Jesuits left the city, the com-
munity’s belongings were confiscated by the civil authorities, and arrangements were made 
to collect and sell them.21 This operation, of course, had serious implications for the Jesu-
it libraries as well. The government gave orders to seal each library and created a special 
committee, the Comité jésuitique, in order to coordinate the practicalities of the dissolu-
tion. Only two years later did this committee really start to deal with the library question. 
It charged Georges-Joseph Gérard, the Brussels academician mentioned above, to record 
all the Jesuit book collections in the country and to prepare their new destination and sale. 
Gérard had won his spurs by reorganising the Royal Library for its opening to the public 
in 1772. Significantly, he started his work in Antwerp in June 1775. The church of St. Igna-
tius, which had been closed, was used as a central store where all the books from the Domus 
professa, the research institutes and the sodalities were temporarily kept in separate cor-
ners. Special attention was paid to the Bollandist library – which Gérard considered to be 
one of the most precious collections he had ever seen – to the collection of the Museum 
historiographicum – which contained 900 printed works and 55 important historical man-
uscripts – and to 105 libri rariores (mostly incunabula) coming from the separate library 
18 Regarding the Bollandist Society, which is still 
flourishing in Brussels, see R. Godding et al., Bol-
landistes. Saints et légendes. Quatre siècles de recherche, 
Bruxelles 2007, and R. Godding et al. (eds.), De Ros-
weyde aux Acta Sanctorum. La recherche hagiographi-
que des Bollandistes à travers quatre siècles. Actes du 
Colloque international (Bruxelles, 5 octobre 2007), (Sub-
sidia hagiographica, 88), Bruxelles 2009, and on the 
library of the Bollandists more specifically the article 
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datie 1773–1828, unpublished doctoral dissertation, 
Leuven [2008] (2 vols.); in this erudite and detailed 
dissertation, Bart Op de Beeck dedicated the first 
chapter to the administration of the Jesuit libraries. 
His article on ‘Jesuit libraries in the Southern Nether-
lands: their eighteenth-century holdings and the dis-
persion after 1773’ is due to be published as part of the 
volume by C. Dondi, D. Raines, & R. Sharpe (eds.), How 
the secularization of religious houses transformed the 
of the Domus professa. The books coming from the college and the boarding school were 
stored in two rooms within the college itself.
In 1775 and 1776, in Antwerp and in every town that had a Jesuit college within its walls, 
Gérard proceeded in the same way. He looked after the most precious items himself and 
had the other books catalogued by assistants, who listed the works and separated the 
remaining valuable volumes from the more common ones; these lists would later form the 
basis for auction catalogues. In Antwerp, he assigned this task to his fellow academician 
Jan Des Roches and some assisting écrivains, who worked on it from 23 June to 11 Novem-
ber 1775. Gérard’s strategy was to have most of the books auctioned in the towns and cities 
of the colleges themselves, except for certain categories. So-called livres classiques (dic-
tionaries, grammars, text editions of the Latin classics) would be put at the disposal of 
new, state-controlled colleges via the Brussels Commission royale des études [‘Royal com-
mission for studies’]. All manuscripts, incunabula, books coming from famous printing 
houses like those of the Aldus and the Estienne families, works on the history of the Low 
Countries and books with engravings were put aside to be sent on to Brussels. There, they 
would be integrated into the Royal Library (at least, that was the idea; in fact, they were 
stored in the Brussels Jesuit church for many years) or they would be auctioned, as a higher 
profit could be expected in Brussels than in the provincial towns. In fact, some important 
Antwerp collections escaped both the fate of being sold and of being integrated into the 
Royal Library. In 1778, the Bollandists were allowed to continue their work on the Acta 
sanctorum by the government – by now no longer in Antwerp, but in the Brussels Abbey 
of Saint-Jacques-sur-Coudenberg – and their library was transferred there in 49 large boxes 
containing some 8,000 printed volumes and 500 manuscripts. Exactly the same happened 
to the Museum historiographicum, which continued its historical activities and was in its 
turn allowed to keep its library.
It is clear, then, that there was more than one new destination for the books of the sup-
pressed Antwerp Jesuit libraries. Two valuable research collections were kept intact but 
moved to Brussels. Some categories of books entered the libraries of new, state-controlled 
secondary schools that filled the gap created by the suppression of the Jesuit colleges. The 
more precious items were kept on one side, while the bulk of them was auctioned in Ant-
werp in May and June 1779. The auction catalogue comprised more than 600 pages and 
accounted for 16,616 lots, among which 610 were lots of forbidden books and 160 lots were 
described as coming from the ‘hell’ (infernum) of the libraries. Notwithstanding their 
prestigious provenance, the books did not meet expectations at the Antwerp auction, and 
it appears that a great many books were sold for the price of their paper alone. Gérard 
libraries of Europe, 16th–19th centuries, Proceedings of 
the conference held in Oxford 22–24 March 2012, Turn-
hout 2014.
21 P. Bonenfant, La suppression de la Compagnie de Jésus 
dans les Pays-Bas autrichiens (1773), Bruxelles 1925; P. 
Thurman & E. Put, ‘De afschaffing’ in Put (ed.), De jezu-
ieten in de Nederlanden, 101–109. 
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24 J. Van den Nieuwenhuizen, ‘Abbaye de Saint-Michel 
à Anvers’ in Monasticon belge, viii: Province d’Anvers, 
Liège 1992–1993, 195–261 (203). An interesting Cata-
logus benefactorum bibliothecae ecclesiae Sancti 
Michaelis Antverpiensis ordinis Praemonstratensis is 
kept in the Manuscripts Department of the Royal 
Library, Brussels, Ms. 111.
25 Machiels, Van religieuze naar openbare bibliotheek, 
33–95.
attributed this to the poor quality of the catalogue: its numerous errors had made agents 
fear that their clients would not accept the books if they did not fully match the descrip-
tions in the catalogue. However, it is also possible that the local book collectors simply 
lacked the cash necessary to absorb the enormous offer that was suddenly put up for sale. 
Another explanation for the limited results of the Antwerp auction, obviously, was the 
government’s decision to exclude the more precious books in order to sell them in Brussels. 
This auction of the livres choisis [‘selected books’] from all the Jesuit libraries in the coun-
try took place under the direction of Joseph Ermens in September 1780; its catalogue 
accounted for 3,200 lots and two supplements of several hundreds of lots, most of which 
had been described with great care.22 However, the catalogue contained but very few items 
that had the potential of attracting a public of bibliophile collectors of incunabula. Clear-
ly, Gérard had succeeded in skimming off the best items from the Jesuit collections in 
order to enrich the Brussels Royal Library.
*
To summarise the situation up to 1780: during the Ancien Régime, Antwerp had been at 
the heart of the Jesuit Provincia Flandro-Belgica. Accordingly, it housed the Society’s main 
research libraries in the Low Countries. After 1773, the Brussels government considered 
the suppression of the Antwerp Jesuit collections as a welcome opportunity not only to 
generate additional financial resources, but also to further develop the Brussels Royal 
Library. Decisions about what to select for its growing collection were left at the discretion 
of its former librarian, Georges-Joseph Gérard, a man of trustworthy erudition who was 
pragmatic in sharing the fruits of the confiscations with others. The long list of auctions 
of Jesuit libraries in the towns and cities of the Low Countries was rounded off in 1780 by 
the Brussels auction of the livres choisis: valuable items that were not thought suitable for 
the Royal Library or were already part of its collection. The auction was open to the gen-
eral public, and the government had granted certain institutional libraries the right to buy 
books at one third of the prices reached at the auction. That way, for instance, the univer-
sity library of Leuven managed to acquire a substantial number of books: an increase in 
its holdings that is considered to have been a determinant factor for its modernisation 
during the final decades of the 18th century.23
22 Catalogue des livres choisis dans les différentes bibliothè-
ques des ci-devant jésuites des Pays-Bas, contenant un 
grand nombre d’ouvrages rares & curieux, Bruxelles: 
chez Jos. Ermens, (1780); stcv 7066297. This auction 
and its catalogue have only been studied superficially 
by Op de Beeck, Jezuïetenbibliotheken in de Zuidelijke 
Nederlanden. De liquidatie, 109–113.
23 Roegiers, ‘Jan Frans van de Velde’, 61.
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The suppression and dispersal of monastic libraries in 1780–1800
The Jesuits were not the only conventual order with a strong presence in Antwerp, nor did 
they have a monopoly on well-stocked libraries. The Premonstratensians of St. Michael’s 
abbey, for instance, had already created their own library by the third quarter of the 15th 
century; it was dispersed during the Revolt in the 1580s but rebuilt in the following decades. 
In the middle of the 17th century, it consisted of two separate rooms accounting for 5,845 
and 2,727 volumes respectively.24 Very little is known about these monastic collections, 
and, as was the case with the Jesuit libraries, it seems as if they raised interest from outside 
only when the religious communities that owned them were suppressed. But unlike the 
dispersal of the Jesuit libraries, which has recently been studied in detail by Bart Op de 
Beeck, these later suppressions have not so far been thoroughly researched. Therefore I 
will outline only general developments, relying mainly on a preliminary study by Jerome 
Machiels.25
Before doing so, it may be useful to recall some elements of the political context in this 
complex period of Belgian history. From 1713 onwards, the Southern Low Countries had 
been part of the Austrian Habsburg empire. In 1780, Joseph ii succeeded to the imperial 
throne. He was a disciple of the Enlightenment and held an absolutist and utilitarian point 
of view, the implementation of which led to numerous far-reaching reforms. These meas-
ures, however, led to growing animosity, which culminated in general uproar and in a 
short period of independence of the country as a republic. An Austrian restoration followed 
in December 1790, but in October 1792 the French Republican army invaded the country 
and installed a revolutionary regime which remained until March 1793, when the Habsburg 
authority was restored for the second time. But in 1794, the French revolutionary force was 
strong enough to come back and to put an end to nearly one century of Austrian Habsburg 
rule in the Southern Low Countries. From 1795, the country was integrated into the French 
Republic; it would remain under French rule until the fall of Napoleon. What did all this 
mean for the monastic libraries in Antwerp?
One of the consequences of Joseph ii’s ‘enlightened’ policy was heavy interference with 
church matters. On 17 March 1783, he ordained that the ‘useless’ contemplative orders be 
abolished and their monasteries closed. In the Southern Low Countries, some 150 religious 
communities were suppressed and their belongings were seized by the government. A 
Comité de la caisse de religion [‘Committee for the religious fund’] was created, which in 
its turn charged local administrators to draw up lists of the books held by the monasteries. 
All these lists had to be sent to Joseph Ermens, the Brussels bookseller who in earlier 
decades had auctioned off some important private libraries of the Brussels nobility and 
the livres choisis from the Jesuit libraries. Ermens received clear orders: he had to control 
each local inventory and then to compile new lists himself, separating the books that would 
reach higher prices in a Brussels auction from the items that could more easily be sold in 
the towns where they had been kept so far. He also had to produce an additional memo 
about the volumes ‘qui pourroient avoir une valeur particulière provenans [sic] de leur 
ancienneté, de leur rareté ou de la réputation des éditeurs ou des imprimeurs’ [‘which 
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could have a particular value due to their great age, their rarity or the reputation of pub-
lishers or their printers’], and he had to take particular care of the manuscripts: in fact, 
every single manuscript was to be excluded from the auctions. From May 1784 onwards, 
the valuable books and manuscripts were sent to Brussels, where they were first stored in 
the former Jesuit church, then in the Carthusian monastery (until its demolition in 1785), 
and finally in the monastery of the Capuchin nuns.
Among the 150 inventories that have been preserved, Jerome Machiels has found lists 
of books from ten Antwerp monasteries, some of which were compiled by the Antwerp 
printer and bookseller Hubertus Bincken.26 The one library towering above the others was 
the collection of the Carthusians. It accounted for 72 manuscripts and 2,524 printed books, 
mainly 16th-century editions and no less than 46 incunabula. Most of these volumes were 
auctioned by Bincken in Antwerp in May 1785.27 The exceptional items were sent to Brus-
sels, where they joined similar volumes from all the other collections in the country. Joseph 
Ermens sold them in a series of three auctions in 1785, 1786 and 1792. Of the 12,884 lots that 
were listed in their catalogues, 576 items were incunabula, i.e. 4.5%; they were mainly 
offered for sale at the auction of 1792.28 At the present state of research, it is not clear 
exactly what happened to the manuscripts after they had been brought to Brussels and 
looked after by the ex-Jesuit Joseph Ghesquière, nor if any of the other books ultimately 
landed in the Royal Library – as had been the case with the most interesting books from 
the suppressed Jesuit libraries.
A few years after Ermens’s last auction, all the remaining monastic libraries in the 
Southern Low Countries were confronted with decisions more radical still than the ones 
that had affected the Jesuits and the contemplative orders in the 1770s and 1780s. After the 
battle at Fleurus (26 June 1794), the country was occupied by the French Republican army. 
A few months later, a central authority was installed and on 1 October 1795, the former 
Habsburg possessions were incorporated into the French Republic. Gradually, the Repub-
lic’s legislative work was extended to the nine Départements réunis, and Antwerp became 
the capital city of the Département des Deux-Nèthes.
Before being officially integrated into the French administration, the country had been 
visited by so-called agences d’extraction [‘removal agents’], who followed the army’s progress. 
They consisted of well-informed commissaires who had the task of confiscating the ‘monu-
ments de l’art, de la science et de la raison’ [‘monuments of art, science and reason’] in 
occupied countries, particularly works that were the property of abbeys and monasteries. 
Detailed research has yet to measure the exact impact of these agents in Belgium. But it is 
indisputable that the commissaires – some of whom were specialists in books and libraries 
– were given specific instructions about which collections to visit. In her article on the 
activities of the agences, Claudine Lemaire mentions a contemporary note on Belgian librar-
ies, which observed that all the books that had come from the Jesuit libraries and which had 
26 Ibid., 37–38.
27 Catalogue des livres des couvens supprimés des Char-
treux de cette ville d’Anvers [...] dont la vente se fera [...] 
le 2 mai 1785, Anvers: H. Bincken, (1785). See also 
H. Delvaux & J. De Grauwe, ‘Chartreuse d’Anvers’ in 
Monasticon belge, viii: Province d’Anvers, 731–750 (733).
28 Concerning these catalogues, see R. Adam, ‘Le librai-
re-imprimeur bruxellois Joseph Ermens (1736–1805) 
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Fig. 4 Poster announcing the opening to the public of Ant-
werp’s City Library, 18 Brumaire xiv (9 November 1805) 
(Antwerp, City Archives, inv. no. 701#2/16).
been stored in Brussels were still lying untouched in the Brussels Jesuit church ...29 At first, 
it appears that these agences d’extraction were allowed to work without having to worry about 
detailed procedures. Only when a central administration was installed for the Départements 
réunis, in November 1795, did the new government order that all the seized objects be listed 
in duplicate. But then again, the commissaires were sometimes neglectful in communicating 
the details of their confiscations, and the books put on transport to Paris were often pre-
sented to the Bibliothèque nationale before arriving at their official destination, one of the 
dépôts littéraires, where the books had to be officially listed in detail. Between June 1794 and 
February 1796, a great many cartloads of books and manuscripts left Belgium: Claudine 
Lemaire mentions a total of 164 boxes filled with books that were deposited in the dépôt lit-
téraire of Louis-la-Culture and 86 boxes in the Dépôt des Cordeliers. The spirit surrounding 
these activities was proudly reported by one of the commissaires:
Nous avons pris à tâche de choisir tous les livres qui représentent les objets de la nature ou des 
arts utiles et nous n’avons pas négligé ceux qui peuvent servir à l’histoire de l’art typographique.
[‘We have taken on the task of choosing all the books which show objects from nature or from 
the useful arts, and we have not neglected those which can be useful for the history of typography.’]
Fig. 3 Title-page of the auction catalogue of Ant-
werp’s Carthusian library, 1785 (ehc, b 
81413).
et l’étude des incunables à la fin du xviiie siècle’ in 
Bulletin du bibliophile, 2005, vol. 1, 143–168; the figures 
regarding the sale of incunabula on p. 152.
29 C. Lemaire, ‘Notes sur l’activité des “agences 
d’extraction” adjointes aux armées de la République 
dans le Brabant entre 1792 et 1795’ in Archives et bibli-
othèques de Belgique, 52 (1981) 34–50. See also 1789. Le 
patrimoine libéré. 200 trésors entrés à la Bibliothèque 
nationale de 1789 à 1799, Paris 1989, 259; Jensen, Revo-
lution and the antiquarian book, 9.
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Archives of the Département des Deux-Nèthes and the 
province of Antwerp, c298–304.
31 Vijf eeuwen Stadsbibliotheek Antwerpen, Antwerpen 
1985, 25–29.
32 More information on this resource, which is being 
developed by the Consortium of European Research 
Libraries, on www.cerl.org/resources/mei/main.
The story of monastic libraries did not end with these forms of revolutionary rapacity. The 
books that remained in Belgium were not left untouched. In February 1795, all the monas-
tic libraries were sealed; on 1 September 1796 all monasteries were suppressed and their 
possessions were confiscated. The books of all the monasteries located in one département 
had to be transported to the departmental capital city, where they would be collected in 
provisional central depots. In Antwerp, the books were first stored in the former abbey of 
St. Michael and later on in the monastery of the Discalced Carmelites. The figures were 
impressive here as well: more than 10,000 volumes were brought there from the library of 
St. Michael’s abbey, some 7,600 volumes from St. Bernard’s abbey in Hemiksem, etc.
In the meantime, the French Republic had published the Daunou law of 3 Brumaire iv 
in the Départements réunis on 26 January 1797. This law installed a new educational system 
of primary, ‘central’ and ‘special’ schools. By its publication in Belgium, the principal city 
of each département had to have its own école centrale, for pupils aged twelve and above. 
Each school was to provide for a library under the supervision of a professional librarian. 
To form a collection, these librarians were invited to make their choice among the thou-
sands of seized books that were stored in the dépôts. In the Antwerp central school, the 
assignment was given to Jean-François Scheppers, an official who had assisted in bringing 
the seized libraries to Antwerp. Like his colleagues in the other départements, his first task 
was to select the books that could be useful to the pupils of the central school, a task that 
was not particularly rewarding: Scheppers’s predecessor as a librarian had estimated that 
the Antwerp depot contained some 100,000 volumes, of which 95% would not be useful 
for the school and would therefore be sold. It is not possible to determine the exact propor-
tion of the books with a monastic provenance that finally ended up in the école centrale’s 
library. But what we do know is that (in the words of the poster announcing the event) 
‘une quantité très-considérable de livres de rebut de tous formats’ [‘a very considerable 
quantity of unwanted books of all different sizes’] was sold ‘par centaines, au poids et au 
comptant’ [‘by the hundred, by weight and for cash’] in the central school itself in October 
1799. The école centrale and its library were housed in the same building as the Antwerp 
dépôt, i.e. the former monastery of the Discalced Carmelites; the library collection con-
sisted of approximately 7,000 volumes. A set of handwritten catalogues was produced with 
the help of some of the school’s teachers; a copy of it is currently kept in the State Archives 
of Antwerp.30
The school system of 3 Brumaire iv, however, was no success, and by May 1802, the 
écoles centrales had already been replaced by lycées and écoles secondaires, for which the 
books with monastic provenances were no longer considered adequate. When the central 
schools were closed, their libraries were handed over to the municipalities. In Antwerp, 
30 Regarding the central schools and their libraries in 
Belgium: J. Janssens, ‘Van boekendepot tot openbare 
bibliotheek. De bibliotheken van de Écoles centrales’ 
in P. Delsaerdt & E. Kayaert (eds.), Abdijbibliotheken, 
heden, verleden, toekomst, Antwerpen 2005, 77–97. The 
copy of the library catalogue of the Antwerp Central 
School in Beveren, State Archives of Antwerp, 
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the library was sealed in its turn in January 1803. The city authority appointed a new 
librarian (a former teacher of the central school), and the books were transported once 
again, this time to be stored in the city hall, where an administrative library had already 
been created at the start of the 16th century. As a result of all these developments, the City 
Library opened its doors to the general public in the city hall in November 1805. In the 
meantime however, the original 7,000 volumes of the école centrale had been reduced to a 
mere 6,000 ...31
*
So, to conclude: in the second half of the 18th century, Antwerp book collectors partici-
pated in the general predilection for rare books, especially incunabula from the earliest 
printing houses of the Southern Low Countries. Naturally, during the previous centuries, 
many 15th-century books had entered the city’s numerous monastic libraries, particu-
larly the research collections that had been built up by the local Jesuit community. When 
the latter were seized by the central government and when it was made clear that most of 
the books would be auctioned, many a bibliophile’s heart must have pounded. However, 
the government prevented wild dispersal of the libri rariores by sending them to Brussels 
in order to integrate them into the ‘national’ collection of the Royal Library. A few years 
later, when additional monastic libraries were confiscated and sold as a result of the 
Habsburg policy, better opportunities arose. Both in Antwerp and in Brussels, incunab-
ula with an Antwerp provenance were put up for sale and attracted numerous excited 
book-collectors. After the French invasion, books with a monastic provenance were no 
longer sold to the public, but seized more brutally than ever: thousands of valuable man-
uscripts and early printed books were put on transport to Paris, not always leaving a trace 
in official lists. A significant portion of what remained in the country fell prey to theft and 
embezzlement, but most of the books ultimately ended up in Antwerp’s City Library, which 
opened its doors to the general public in 1805.
The story of what happened to the Antwerp monastic libraries, then, is fairly compli-
cated. Enormous quantities of books were moved to diverse destinations: the stacks of 
Antwerp’s City Library and the Brussels Royal Library, the bookshelves of Belgian anti-
quarian booksellers and bibliophile collectors, and a long series of foreign private and 
institutional libraries, not least in Paris. The exact reconstruction of these tribulations is 
often challenging due to frequent deliberate attempts to conceal books in order, for exam-
ple, to avoid confiscations, or perhaps because lists documenting the transfers from one 
collection to another are lacking, or simply because the names of buyers at auctions have 
not been preserved. In most of the cases, the poor archival evidence must be comple-
mented by large-scale, international provenance research. By further developing instru-
ments like cerl’s Material Evidence in Incunabula,32 it will eventually be possible to better 
understand who inherited the books that were lost during the wretched, fascinating final 
decades of the 18th century.
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s u m m a r y
The final decades of the 18th 
century were very important 
ones for the history of librar-
ies in Belgium. This article 
describes the impact of this 
period on libraries and book-
collecting in Antwerp and 
explains how significant 
amounts of books with an 
Antwerp provenance finally 
ended up in libraries in Brus-
sels and abroad. It also 
describes aspects of the local 
bibliophile community at that 
time, and the ways in which it 
responded to the auctioning 
off of the contents of what 
was then Antwerp’s main pri-
vate library, namely, the col-
lection of bibliophile 
Jean-Baptiste Verdussen 
(1776). Soon after this auction, 
and in several stages, the 
libraries of the Antwerp mon-
asteries were confiscated by 
the Habsburg authorities, 
and, later, by the French 
Republican regime. The Jesuit 
libraries became state proper-
ty in 1773; the same happened 
to the libraries of the contem-
plative communities in 1783, 
and most of the books were 
sold off at large-scale auc-
tions. In 1795, all the remain-
ing abbeys and monasteries 
were suppressed; the contents 
of their libraries were confis-
cated and put at the disposal 
of the Central School that had 
been established in 1797. 
When, not long afterwards, 
this school was itself closed, 
the books ended up in Ant-
werp’s City Library, which 
was opened to the general 
public in 1805.
c o m p t e - r e n d u
Pendant les dernières décen-
nies du 18e siècle, le monde 
des bibliothèques en Belgique 
était en pleine mutation. Cet 
article décrit les événements 
tels qu’ils se sont déroulés à 
Anvers et explique comment 
certains ensembles de livres à 
provenance anversoise furent 
finalement intégrés dans des 
bibliothèques situées à 
Bruxelles et à l’étranger. L’ar-
ticle présente les bibliophiles 
locaux et la façon dont ils réa-
girent lorsque la collection 
privée anversoise la plus 
importante fut vendue publi-
quement, celle de Jean-Bap-
tiste Verdussen (1776). Peu 
après cette vente, les biblio-
thèques des communautés 
religieuses furent confisquées 
par le pouvoir central habs-
bourgeois puis par les autori-
tés républicaines françaises. 
Les bibliothèques des Jésuites 
devinrent propriété de l’État 
en 1773; leur sort fut partagé 
par les bibliothèques des 
ordres contemplatifs dès 1783; 
la majeure partie de ces livres 
fut vendue lors de ventes 
publiques à grande échelle. 
En 1795, toutes les autres 
abbayes et communautés reli-
gieuses furent fermées à leur 
tour; leur bibliothèques furent 
mises à la disposition de 
l’École centrale ouverte en 
1797. Finalement, quand cette 
école fut elle-même fermée, 
les livres furent transportés à 
la Bibliothèque municipale 
d’Anvers, qui ouvrit ses 
portes au public en 1805.
s a m e n va t t i n g
In de laatste decennia van de 
18de eeuw ondergingen biblio-
theken in België de grootste 
veranderingen in hun geschie-
denis. Dit artikel beschrijft de 
impact van deze periode op het 
bibliotheekwezen en op het 
verzamelen van boeken in Ant-
werpen. Ook maakt het duide-
lijk hoe belangrijke aantallen 
boeken met een Antwerpse 
herkomst uiteindelijk terecht-
kwamen in bibliotheken in 
Brussel en in het buitenland. 
Het beschrijft de reacties van 
de plaatselijke bibliofiele verza-
melaars op de veiling van de 
grootste Antwerpse privébi-
bliotheek van die tijd, bijeenge-
bracht door Jean-Baptiste 
Verdussen (1776). Kort na deze 
veiling werden de bibliotheken 
van de Antwerpse kloosters in 
verschillende stappen in beslag 
genomen, eerst door het Habs-
burgse regime, later door de 
Franse republikeinse overheid. 
De jezuïetenbibliotheken wer-
den staatseigendom in 1773; in 
1783 gebeurde hetzelfde met de 
kloosterbibliotheken van de 
contemplatieve orden; het gros 
van deze collecties werd ver-
kocht tijdens grootscheepse 
veilingen. In 1795 werden alle 
overblijvende kloosters en 
abdijen gesloten; hun biblio-
theken werden toegewezen aan 
de École centrale die in Ant-
werpen geopend werd in 1797. 
Toen deze school weer gesloten 
werd, kwamen de boeken uit-
eindelijk terecht in de Ant-
werpse Stadsbibliotheek, die 
haar deuren voor het algemene 
publiek opende in 1805.
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